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Introduction 

Energy has become a key topic of research in both the natural and social sciences.1 Where 
biofuels are concerned, there is no international regime, despite the growing relevance of 
the discussion on their impact on food prices and the environment.2 This paper looks at the 
role of Brazil in the emergence of global biofuels, through a case study of its foreign policy 
towards the EU during 2003–10.

The selected period coincides with Lula da Silva′s administration and it is particularly 
relevant for the study of this issue since it overlaps with the international emergence of 
biofuels as a partial alternative to non-renewable energies. ‘Biofuels’ means renewable fuels 
produced from biomass resources and, in the particular case of ethanol, from crops.3 Several 
reasons justified our decision to inquire on this subject. First, Brazil is a BRICS member as 
one of the leading rising economies at international level. Second, energy is a strategic 
topic in the international arena. Indeed, the control of fossil fuels for consumption is now-
adays one of the causes of war.4 Third, renewable energy, such as biofuels, is an option for 
reducing the consumption of fossil fuels and, in consequence, reduces dependence on the 
latter. Specifically, and fourth, this paper also offers insights into Brazilian foreign policy on 
biofuels, revealing the importance of domestic and external factors in its explanation.5 We 
argue that Brazil increased its room for manoeuvre as a global player as a consequence of 
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an international context that increasingly demanded ethanol, as well as of domestic factors 
that shaped its policies.

The first section presents an overall overview of the rise of biofuels globally. Next, a 
case study is addressed. In this regard, an outline will be presented of the different aspects 
involved: the international context, Brazilian foreign policy, its environmental policy at inter-
national level and connections between foreign policy and private actors. Finally, Brazilian 
foreign policy on biofuels towards the EU will be analysed through two events: the estab-
lishment of a general framework and Brazilian policy responses to changes in European 
biofuel laws.

The rise of biofuels at global level

In recent years much scholarly attention has been concerned with the global emergence 
of biofuels. Different approaches have been developed to assess its effects. In this regard 
Ponte and Daugbjerg focused on the governance of biofuel sustainability.6 They suggested 
that it is not enough to recognise the active role of state agencies and private actors in the 
global development of biofuels; instead they proposed going beyond this sharp division. 
For this reason they posit that the essential feature of biofuel governance is hybridity. Some 
authors have supported this idea, such as van Dam et al, who analysed the existence of 
67 initiatives linked to certification of sustainable bioenergy production.7 However, other 
authors have differentiated and considered separately the interests of private actors, on the 
one hand, and public actors, on the other. Bastos Lima and Gupta, for example, suggested 
that biofuels could not be considered a case of non-governance; instead they called them 
an example of ‘mis-governance’.8 From this point of view, they highlight that behind this 
phenomenon are actors whose private interest prevails, and explain why there is no an 
international biofuel regime.

This global process also was studied in Latin America. Janssen and Rutz examined some 
hotspots of sustainability conflicts in Latin America, such as the deforestation process in 
the Amazon forest, environmental and social impacts of sugarcane harvest and food–fuel 
conflicts. Regarding the future development of biofuels in the region, the authors warned 
of potential negative impacts.9 In this regard, Salomon and Bailis highlighted that the devel-
opment of biofuels posited special challenges for Latin American countries. Key dimensions 
of biofuel sustainability are: greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, impacts on soil, water and air 
quality, energy security, and food security.10 Taking a different approach, Stattman and Gupta 
specifically examined Brazilian foreign policy. They analysed global biofuel governance in 
Brazilian–European Union interactions through a case study on negotiations at the World 
Trade Organization.11 They showed the importance of the role of nation-states in shaping 
the authority to govern biofuels in the international arena.

The literature provides additional insights for understanding the broader context. Harvey 
and Pilgrim considered energy (including biofuels) as one of the underlying drivers of the 
competition for land in the coming decades. The growing demand for food was also part of 
their framework.12 In accordance with this perspective, Robertson et al noted that biofuels 
have many facets related to their sustainability dimensions.13

In addition, some general approaches on global environmental politics have contributed 
to understanding its international relations background. Andonova and Mitchell coined the 
concept of ‘rescaling global environmental politics’, meaning those changes produced in 
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that field at vertical and horizontal levels. In other words, this entails a growing density in 
the number of actors involved in its multi-scale nature, from local to global.14 Biermann et al 
provide additional elements to the overview of international politics and the environment. 
They explored the global governance architecture and found that fragmentation was one 
of its main features.15

Building on these contributions, this paper will pay special attention to the Brazilian for-
eign policy in terms of its historical aspects both external and domestic. In this regard, the 
paper addresses Brazilian–European relations on biofuels from 2003 to 2010 as a case study.

The case study

International context

In order to analyse the case of Brazilian foreign policy towards the EU, it is necessary to char-
acterise its international context. Biofuels began to be more visible in energy and environ-
mental global issues. An active role of the state was necessary to boost the development of 
this sector and different strategies were necessary to develop it, such as mandatory blending 
targets, tax exemptions, subsidies, as well as import tariffs. 16 Global players in this sector are 
the USA, Germany, Brazil and Argentina in biodiesel production; and the USA, Brazil, China, 
Canada and France for ethanol production.17

Energy was a key driver that affected the emergence of first-generation biofuels. Ethanol 
started being competitive from 2004, when each barrel of oil cost more than US$40.18 This 
trend deepened in the following years. According to a 2013 British Petroleum report, a Brent 
oil barrel that cost $28.83 in 2003 cost $79.50 six years later.19 In addition, the global reserve 
distributions are also a concern for some countries because of the challenge to their energy 
security. Oil is still mainly concentrated in some Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi 
Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, as well as in other countries, such 
as Venezuela, in South America.20 The main consumers, on the other hand, are the USA 
and China.21 There is further evidence that shapes the future energy scene: oil will still be 
the dominant fuel in 2035.22 Also, this increasing trend in world energy use implies global 
challenges for coming years. Global GHG emissions increased by 70% between 1970 and 
2004. Forecasts are that GHG emissions will continue growing over the next few decades if 
climate change mitigation policies do not change.23 Who pays the economic cost of facing 
climate change? This is still a big question. As Fernando Estenssoro Saavedra notes, the envi-
ronmental crisis was not merely a physical matter: on the contrary, the political dimension 
is also one of its foundations.24

Two principal aspects of biofuel development are discussed: its impacts on food prices 
and its sustainability. In the context of a confluence of factors, the use of food for energy was 
one of the key drivers of rising food prices in 2006–08, which directly affected poor people’s 
survival. In February 2007 the BBC reported that tens of thousands of people had marched to 
Mexico City in a protest against the soaring price of tortillas. In this context, the use of corn 
to make biofuels in the USA was widely criticised (BBC News, February 1, 2007). Moreover, 
high food prices affected multilateral relations. Critics of biofuels, such as the United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Jean Ziegler, called for a five-year moratorium on 
biofuel production, calling biofuels as ‘a crime against humanity’ (Guardian, April 5, 2008).
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The production of bioenergy and food prices was also related to a controversial factor 
between the largest producers worldwide, the USA and Brazil. Ethanol production rose from 
0.6 million cubic metres in 1975 to 18 million cubic meters in 2006–07.25 During the High-level 
Conference on World Food Security held in 2008, the main objection to biofuel production 
was its influence on food prices. This proposition indirectly threatened Brazilian exports. In 
response, Brazil decided to highlight that its production was based on sugar cane as a raw 
material, whereas the USA used corn. Thus, Lula took a clear stand by critiquing US produc-
tion and the use of corn for biofuels.26

Sustainability is a strong factor in bioenergy production. Studies have addressed different 
factors that increase biofuel production and, at the same time, preserve its sustainability. Do 
biofuels have a positive energy balance? This is debatable. According to its political conse-
quences, it is possible to identify initiatives at multilateral level which focus on showing that 
biofuel production can be socially and environmentally sustainable. In this regard Germany 
has promoted the diffusion of analytical tools to support sustainable public policy decisions 
on biofuel production through Bioenergy and Food Security Criteria and Indicators (BEFSCI) 
and the Bioenergy and Food Security (BEFS) Approach. In addition, new means of production 
are being considered in which sustainability and production are not controversial issues. 
In this regard, Gopalakrishnan indicates that marginal lands and degraded water resources 
can contribute to increase the sustainability of biomass feedstock.27

Brazilian foreign policy: an overview 

One of the most prominent characteristics of Brazilian foreign policy has traditionally been 
the key role of the Ministry of Foreign Relations, Itamaraty. Its dominance of the policy- 
making process regarding external affairs has been essential for maintaining highly coherent 
behaviour, mainly focused on boosting industrial exports and domestic economic develop-
ment, on the one hand, and an autonomous and high-profile political position in multilateral 
forums, on the other.28

However, Itamaraty’s total dominance in foreign affairs has declined since the mid-1990s. 
According to Cason and Power, this was a consequence of two simultaneous but differ-
entiated processes: ‘the advent of presidentially led diplomacy’, on the one hand; and the 
‘pluralization of actors’, on the other.29 ‘Presidentialisation’ refers to the growing importance 
of presidential diplomacy, which can be observed in the administrations of both Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso and of Lula da Silva. The personal engagement of the presidents was 
decisive in regional cooperation and integration processes: the case of Mercosur is clearly 
illustrative of the increasing relevance of presidentialisation since the 1990s.30

The pluralisation of actors is the result of an increasing number of actors influentially 
participating in foreign policy. In this regard, the process is twofold. Pluralisation can be 
observed both horizontally and vertically: while the former refers to the growing participa-
tion of other governmental agencies, particularly ministries, the latter points to the rising 
participation of civil society in foreign policy making.

Consequently Itamaraty has yielded to the growing participation of the president, of 
governmental agencies and of private actors. Where biofuels are concerned, Brazilian for-
eign policy is a clear example of these processes.31 First, Lula da Silva transformed energy 
issues into an element of foreign policy and referred to them several times in the interna-
tional arena. During his statement at the General Debate of the United Nations General 
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Assembly in 2009, President Lula asserted that ‘Brazil’s energy blend is one of the cleanest in 
the world’ and he emphasised the country’s intention of becoming ‘a world power in green  
energy’. 32 Second, the growing influence of other agencies, such as the Ministries of 
Environment, and of Science and Technology, was essential to shift Brazil’s international 
position in environmental negotiations. Lastly, the participation of private actors was also 
highly relevant: while civil society organisations were relatively successful in influencing the 
environmental agenda, especially in terms of forestry; the sugar cane industry lobbied in 
favour of exporting biofuels and linking them with the country’s environmental position.33

Lula’s foreign policy

Lula da Silva took office as president of Brazil on 1 January 2003. Foreign policy was a key 
issue for the new president and its main guidelines were clearly revealed during the first 
months of his term: the president′s message to Parliament in 2003 and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Celso Amorim’s inauguration speech are clear examples in this regard.34 This paper 
does not analyse Brazilian foreign policy in detail. Instead, the objective is to have an over-
view of different axes and events in Brazilian foreign policy in the period under study. From 
a historical perspective the following descriptions imply a change in the main guidelines of 
a neoliberal era in the Brazilian foreign policy.35

South America undoubtedly remained the top priority for Lula’s administration. Brazil 
was an active member of different integration processes in the region: the Common Market 
of the South (Mercosur), the Initiative for the Integration of the Regional Infrastructure of 
South America (IIRSA), the South American Community of Nations (CAN) and the South 
American Union of Nations (Unasur). In terms of bilateral relations, a strong relationship 
was built with Argentina.

During Lula’s administration, Brazil moved closer to African countries that belonged to 
the Community of Portuguese speaking countries (CPLP). Cooperative actions were the 
principal feature of this relationship. Lula visited Africa more than a dozen times and Brazil 
attended the African Union Summit as a special guest. Apart from having special areas of 
cooperation, such as health and credit lines, it is important to note that both sides defined 
a common stance again farm subsidies.36

With respect to the USA, the historical political and economic partnership continued.37 
Based on this background, both countries signed a Memorandum of Understanding Between 
the US and Brazil to Advance Cooperation on Biofuels. The most important issues on which 
they agreed: (1) to develop the next generation of biofuels technology; (2) to offer studies 
and technical assistance to selected third countries – at the beginning such assistance was 
intended to start in Central America and the Caribbean, and then be applied to countries 
elsewhere; and (3) to expand the international biofuel marketplace. For this reason, the 
central matter in this bilateral relationship would be cooperation on the establishment of 
standards and codes.38

Furthermore, Brazil would assume an active role in multilateral forums, for example on 
issues such as the war in Iraq and Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, transnational crime, arms 
trafficking, money laundering, corruption and terrorism. In the case of the UN, in particular, 
it is important to point out that Brazil advocates reform of the Security Council; in addition 
Brazilian participation in US peace missions in Haiti revealed its intention to play an active 
role at international level.
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Brazil is also is a member of BRICS (comprising Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa) and IBSA (India, Brazil and South Africa). Both are power blocs composed of emerg-
ing economies, one established in 2007, the other in 2003. In terms of their composition, 
special attention should be paid to China as a global player representing half of the BRICS’ 
countries GDP, as well as to its relevance as an international market for Brazilian exports.39 
Also, it is important to consider that in 2010, in the context of the economic crisis, BRICS and 
IBSA held a Summit in Brasilia as an example of Brazilian initiatives to support South–South 
cooperation.40

A change of vision: Brazilian climate policy

Particularly during Lula’s presidency, Brazil’s diplomacy shifted towards a more internation-
alist position, aiming not only to accept commitments but also to assume a leading position 
in negotiations. Historically Brazilian political elites dealt with environmental issues through 
a sovereignty-based perspective and had strong opposition to the adoption of legally bind-
ing international commitments, especially in forestry and development-related issues. This 
vision was primarily based on two ideas: first, environmental protection could damage the 
prospects of economic development by increasing its costs; and second, national control of 
natural resources was essential to guarantee national security.41 However, still defended by 
some domestic actors, Brazil’s environmental foreign policy has experienced several changes 
since the early 1990s.42 Climate change talks, probably the most relevant forum in global 
environmental politics, are a clear example here. The definitive change in the Brazilian foreign 
policy can be seen in the negotiations for the 15th Conference of the Parties in Copenhagen. 
First, the country took a leading role during the negotiations, positioning itself as a major 
representative of the BASIC countries (Brazil, South Africa, India and China). Second, Brazil 
adopted a voluntary commitment to reduce its emissions by 2020 by between 36.1% and 
38.9% of the business-as-usual.43 Aguilar and Bouzas highlighted the notable shift in the 
Brazilian elites’ perception of climate change, from considering it a threat to development 
to seeing it as a major opportunity for international funding for sustainable development.44

Traditionally the Brazilian position at the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) was heavily concerned with three problems: responsibility for 
the emissions, funding for sustainable development and forestry issues.45 In terms of the first, 
Brazilian diplomacy firmly defended the Common But Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) 
and ‘polluter-pays’ principles. Thus, commitments should be based on the historical contri-
butions of each country to climate change, meaning that industrialised countries should 
take the lead and commit themselves to reducing their emissions of greenhouse gases. In 
addition, Brazil objected both to the adoption of voluntary emission reductions by the South 
and to double conditionality mechanisms. As an example of its position, in the course of the 
negotiations that led to the signature of the Kyoto Protocol, Brazilian diplomats attacked 
developed states who implied that ‘if you don’t deliver, we won’t deliver’, by replying that 
‘until you deliver, we don’t discuss’.46

Likewise, forestry was extremely relevant in Brazil′s international position. This is closely 
related to one of the country’s structural features, since it owns the largest forest area in the 
world and deforestation is the main source of its greenhouse gas emissions. Until 2003 Brazil 
was against the inclusion of deforestation and degradation of forests issues in the climate 
negotiations, based on the argument of sovereignty over its natural resources and their 
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importance for development. This changed with Lula’s presidency. As Fernanda Viana de 
Carvalho pointed out, Brazil has an important veto power in the forest issue, based on the fact 
that it has the largest forest area worldwide, which impeded any consensus in that respect.47

Moreover, domestic policy shifts are also part of the explanation. The increased relevance 
of the Ministry of Environment as a key player in climate politics was the cornerstone of the 
adoption of several policies towards a greener position for the country. For instance, the 
adoption in 2004 of the Action Plan for the Protection and Control of Deforestation in the 
Amazon was the first step towards greater control over the area. From that year until 2011 
deforestation gradually started to be reduced. In spite of this slowdown tendency, half of 
all deforestation occurred in areas dominated by large properties (over 500 ha) and this 
process of agricultural frontier expansions was closely related to different actor groups.48 
In the framework of a complex interplay of drivers that cause the deforestation process,49 
its political dimension shows that significant challenges stills remain for Brazil’s strategy 
for reducing carbon emissions. The third evidence that supports this assertion is that in 
2007 the Inter-ministerial Committee on Climate Change presented the National Plan on 
Climate Change (NPCC) and the Brazilian Law on Climate Change was finally passed two 
years later.50 Among other relevant goals, the NPCC pledged an 80% reduction in deforest-
ation by 2020 and the elimination of the net loss of forest area by 2015, as the main action 
to tackle greenhouse gas emissions. Moreover, it proposed boosting renewable energies, 
mainly hydroelectric and biofuels.

Brazil’s good performance in climate change and forestry allowed it to increase the inter-
national funding it received for sustainable development. A major example is the Amazon 
Fund, created in 2008 to manage donations and non-reimbursable investments to protect 
public forests, as well as supporting their sustainable economic use. The Amazon Fund 
had received more than $792 million by August 2014 from three different donors: Norway 
(95.76% of the funds); Germany (3.58%); and Petrobras (0.66%).51

The increase in funds received for sustainable development was extremely important 
for the country as well. Brazil took the initiative and proposed the Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM), allowing the possibility for developed countries that could not fulfil 
their commitments to pay a penalty to a fund, which would be used to finance emission 
mitigation projects in the developing world. Indeed, Brazil has been one of the most active 
countries within the CDM. According to the 2013 Annual Report, Brazil was the third host 
country in terms of amount of projects, with 4.26%, after China (50.59%) and India (19.60%).52

In summary, Brazil has changed its position on climate policy both in the internal and 
external domains from reluctance to adopt compromises to becoming an international 
leader. In general terms it could be asserted that Brazilian elites have progressively changed 
their vision from a highly sovereign-focused perspective to a more internationalist approach 
to the problem. Furthermore, evidence suggests that the government considered engaging 
in the international climate regime as a major opportunity for obtaining funding for devel-
opment, instead of a potential cost. Both the performance of the country within the CDM 
and the experience of the Amazon Fund are supporting this approach to climate policy.

Public and private lobbying

The understanding of Brazilian foreign policy on biofuels requires taking into account its 
relations with actors from the private sector. At the beginning of May 2009, the President 
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of the Union of Sugar Cane Industry Association (UNICA) was recognised in the Itamaraty 
Palace by the president for his contribution to the agribusiness sector in Brazil. This fact 
revealed the relevance of this organisation for the government. Private companies as well as 
business associations played a major role in lobbying to boost Brazil’s ethanol exports. In this 
regard, two different approaches can be observed. On the one hand, we identify actions fos-
tered directly by the Brazilian government. In June 2010 the Brazilian Trade and Investment 
Promotion Agency (Apex-Brazil), along with the National Confederation of Industry, inau-
gurated a representation office in Brussels, where most EU decisions are taken. Further, the 
Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Relations coordinated an international programme for promot-
ing ethanol exports to Europe. For the Brazilian embassies in Europe, the articulation between 
the private sector and the government was strategic. On 30 March 2010 representatives from 
Itamaraty and members of the Brazilian consulates and embassies in 19 European countries 
held a meeting at the headquarters of UNICA, the most important organisation representing 
producers of ethanol, bio-electricity and sugar in Brazil and abroad.53 It reinforced UNICA’s 
strategy of lobbying in Europe through the establishment of an office.

On the other hand, strictly private lobbying actions have also taken place since 2007. 
In the case of UNICA, it has an international presence in two cities involved in global bio-
fuel policies, namely Washington and Brussels.54 These cities were fundamental for getting 
closer to key legal decision related to both these international markets. As an example, the 
existence of import tariffs for Brazilian ethanol in the USA was a problem for UNICA because 
it subsidised ethanol production from this country and reduced Brazilian exports. For this 
reason, UNICA supported the ending of this tariff.55

In summary, Brazil’s ethanol lobbying capacity in external markets implied that both the 
public and the private sectors were closely connected, sharing the interest of increasing 
ethanol exports.

Toward a strategic partnership 

Brazil had established relations with the EU (then EEC) in the 1960s. Both countries signed 
a framework cooperation agreement in 1992. This bilateral relationship was also governed 
by the European–Mercosur framework cooperation agreement of 1995. In this framework 
changes in EU legislation were highly significant for this bilateral relationship. Directive 
2003/30/EC of the European Parliament and the Council approved a progressive increase 
in the mixture of biodiesel and ethanol in fossil fuels. The proposed targets were 2% in 2005 
and 5.75% in 2010.56 In January 2007 a communication of the EU Commission endorsed the 
idea of having a 20% mandatory target from renewable sources, with at least 10% of them 
targeted at transport.57 In this context of an increasing interest in biofuel imports, the EU 
tried to get closer to Mercosur. From the Brazilian perspective, a potential partnership with 
the EU would encourage its bilateral relations with European countries, mainly Germany, 
France, the UK, Spain and Italy. But at the same time this strategy could have political costs 
for Brazil. For this reason, a Brazilian diplomat at the EU, André Correia de Lago, sought to 
neutralise the potential political effect of this declaration in South America. He differentiated 
between negotiations for a trade agreement, on the one hand, and a strategic partnership in 
order to avoid the fracture of Mercosur as a bloc in the negotiations process with the EU, on 
the other. In addition, he highlighted the importance of the latter and the complementarily 
of both processes (Radio Francia Internacional, May 30, 2007). A month later the European 
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Commission asked the Parliament and the Council to establish a strategic association with 
Brazil.58

Finally, the EU–Brazil Summit was held in Lisbon on 4 July 2007. The two sides agreed to 
coordinate their stance on global issues: democracy, energy security, climate change, human 
rights, peace, poverty and exclusion were some of these. Economic issues were also included. 
They agreed to support the liberalisation of trade and investment. Latin American–European 
processes were also involved. One of the issues included was precisely the conclusion of the 
Mercosur–European Association Agreement. From the Brazilian perspective, the European 
support for including reform of the main United Nations bodies was strategic.59 This part-
nership, which includes environmental and renewable energy issues, reveals the Brazilian 
strategy to develop a biofuel marketplace at the international level, as well as active diplo-
macy to support these initiatives as a global player. Since then, Brazil and the European Union 
have been holding annual summits at the highest political level, as well as negotiations in 
30 sectorial dialogues in the framework of the Joint Action Plan (2012–14), one of which is 
related to environment and energy issues.

Changes in European law 

Changes in the European legislation affected Brazilian foreign policy. Two instances clearly 
showed this and required rapid responses. In 2007 the European Commission organised an 
international conference on biofuels in Brussels. During the debate its president criticised 
the environmental impacts of biofuel production and proposed to develop a second gen-
eration of biofuels.60 To do this, the European Commissioner for the Environment sought to 
add an extra condition: imported biofuels must be socially and environmentally sustainable. 
For that reason, they considered the need to introduce a certification scheme for biofuel 
production.61 Clearly, this could have been a barrier to Brazilian exports. As a response to this 
change in the EU legislation, Brazil offered its own developed schema to convince potential 
importers, while its discourses emphasised that Amazonia was not involved in biofuel pro-
duction from sugarcane.62 As a result, Brazil and the EU created a permanent consultation 
forum on energy.63

Two years later a new and relevant change occurred in Europe. During April 2009 the 
release of EU Directive 2009/28/CE stated that: (1) by 2020, the consumption of renewable 
energies in Europe should be 20% of EU energy and 10% of this reduction would be in the 
transportation sector, in particular; (2) the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (GEI) in 
the EU should be increased gradually; 35% in 2020; 50% in 2017 and 60% in 2018; and (3) 
biofuels produced from raw materials with a high level of biodiversity should be forbidden.64 
There was no consensus on the definition of measures on the indirect impact on land use 
in the calculation to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Countries like the UK, Germany, 
Denmark and The Netherlands pushed for its inclusion. In contrast, France, Spain and Poland 
objected, since they considered that there was no scientific evidence on how to measure it 
properly. Brazil agreed with the latter.

In summary, the most important point here was that Brazil, as a one of the major players 
in biofuels had the capacity to tackle situations that generated vulnerability for it. In the first 
place, its answer was technically based; second, Brazil tried to influence matters as a global 
player. For such reasons, the political dimension was closely tied to technical matters. As a 
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result, a new question arises that we will address in the following section: what was Brazil’s 
lobbying capacity in the international biofuels markets?

Conclusions 

This paper has looked at the role of Brazil in the global emergence of biofuels, through a 
case study of its foreign policy towards the EU during 2003–10. At an empirical level, long-
term factors persist in the current global energy matrix, despite a changing environment. 
The ongoing dependence on non-renewable sources of energy, the volatility of the oil price 
and the geopolitical relevance of energy are still important. They involve a set of contextual 
features that, though not altering the structure of the global energy matrix, have shaped 
a favourable international context for Brazilian ethanol exports. In this regard, renewable 
energy sources have been boosted not only by geopolitical concerns but also by a rising 
environmental awareness of climate change.

Brazil’s leadership as a world ethanol producer is related not only to its resources and back-
ground in this issue. Dependence on non-renewable energy and the volatility of oil prices 
were long-time drivers favouring Brazil’s exports, as well as the emergence of bioenergy as 
a potential oil replacement. This situation reinforced the main features of Brazilian foreign 
policy and its general approach to environmental issues oriented towards making Brazil a 
global player. Within this framework, biofuels were part of the EU partnership. European 
environmental restrictions showed that Brazil had the capacity to answer new challenges, as 
well as to make political decisions on fostering the articulation between public and private 
actors. In summary, this study has revealed that Brazil increased its room for manoeuvre as 
a global player as a consequence of an international context that increasingly demanded 
biofuels, as well as of a result of relevant domestic factors that shaped its policies.

At an analytical level this article has shown the importance of state actors and a global 
scenario on biofuel issues in a fragmented architecture of global governance.65 Furthermore, 
it has highlighted the importance of linking foreign policies with private interests in order 
to have a comprehensive approach. The article also suggests that there is a complex and 
interconnected process in which domestic and international factors intertwine in order to 
explain the mis-governance of biofuels in international politics.66

Further research should address new questions. Regarding the role of biofuels within 
global challenges, there is a need to explore Brazilian–US bilateral relations on biofuels as 
well as this energy alternative issue in Brazilian–EU relations from 2010 onwards.
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